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LIFE’S A - EAM 
The Golden Age of Spanish Drama 


The Spanish Golden Age in the 17th century was by far the most prolific 
period in the history of Western theatre. More than 30,000 plays were believed to 
have been written in under a hundred years! The comedia and the auto sacramental 
are the two major dramatic forms of 16th- and 17th-century Spain. The comedia is 
unique to Spain, a dramatic form that may be tragic, comic, tragicomic, or any 
combination. All plays are comedias and no distinction is made as to comedy or 
tragedy. Although the first Spanish comedias were written in 1517, they did not 
achieve their final form until after 1580. The comedia has three acts and is in verse. 
Comedias are primarily plays of action and theme, not characterization. The major 
themes of the comedias are honor, love, and religion. 


Spanish society and drama of the Golden Age were driven by a nearly 
fanatical code of honor. Governing all relationships, the concept of personal honor 
was of foremost importance. If one’s honor came into conflict with the demands of 
love or religion, honor must be defended at all costs. Yet the code is a social one, 
and the public knowledge of a loss of honor was considered worse that the affront 
itself. Such a right social code presented tremendous dramatic possibilities, so it is 
no wonder that aspects of honor figure prominently in most comedias. The comedias 
are highly reflective of the society and were written with acceptable social standards 
always in mind. They consistently reject and condemn forms of rebellion against 
conventionality. Since the comedias were highly popular with all levels of society in 


Spain, they were a powerful influence in reinforcing and maintaining the status quo 
in Spanish society. 


Pedro Calderon de la Barca 


The most famous playwright of this time was Pedro Calderon de la Barca who 
was responsible for more than a hundred and eighty plays (a modest sum by the 
standards of the day). The sone of a wealthy aristocrat, Calderon grew up in and 
around the Royal court and began writing plays after abandoning his university 
studies at the age of 20. Upon the death of Lope de Vega in 1635 Calderon was 
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sointed by Philip IV as director of the Royal court theatre. Following the death of 
uiS Wife in childbirth in 1651, Calderon became a priest and confined his work to 
writing autos sacramentales or religious plays for special festivals at the Royal court. 
The most celebrated and produced of Calderon’s plays is Life’s a Dream. 


Life’s a Dream 


Life’s a Dream (La Vida es Sueno) was written in 1635 in the early part of 
Calderon’s career. This secular comedy is noted for its less godly and more 
philosophical nature. Often compared to Shakespeare’s problem plays such as The 
Tempest, Life’s a Dream is an intense look at fate and the struggle between morality 
and honour with humorous overtones and plenty of swashbuckling and intrigue. It is 
a play of regeneration, of human progress from disillusionment to enlightenment. It 
examines many philosophical questions such as the contrast between appearance and 
reality, the flawed nature of humanity, the extent of human freedom, issues which 
were of concern to the Renaissance audience. The fact that we are still asking may 
of theses questions shows us the relevance of this work in a modern contest. 
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Z. Lynda Bathory * Assistant Technical Director 
Anne Clark * Production Coordinator 
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Maggie Ewing * Wardrobe Manager 
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Christine Petrakos * D.B. Clarke Theatre Manager 
Joanne Rankin * Half-Time Assistant to Chair 
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